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ABSTRACT 
Numerous studies have shown that the language barrier 
may cause the difficulties among indigenous children in 
learning mathematics. Apparently, this is also the case 
among the Orang Asli students in Malaysia. As enshrined in 
the Malaysian Constitution, the Malay language is the 
national language spoken by Malaysians who are made up 
of various races. However, other races including the Orang 
Asli are free to use their respective languages in their daily 
lives. In the Malaysian education system, the medium of 
instruction used in mathematics classes is the Malay 
language. Since the Orang Asli students are only exposed to 
the Malay language after they enter formal education in a 
primary school, the use of the Malay language has become 
an obstacle for them to understand mathematical concepts. 
Accordingly, this concept paper discusses the position of 
the Orang Asli language in Malaysia, the medium of 
teaching and learning in mathematics classes in Malaysia, 
and the effectiveness of using the Orang Asli language in 
mathematics classes among the Orang Asli students. In 
addition, the code-switching approach that is widely 
practised in many countries is also discussed. Finally, the 
roles of various parties, including the Ministry of 
Education, the Department of Orang Asli Development, 
NGOs, teachers, parents and the Orang Asli communities in 
increasing the use of the national language among the 
Orang Asli students are also discussed. It is hoped that this 
concept paper can enlighten the language problems among 
the Orang Asli students in Malaysia and further improve 
their academic quality. 

 
Contribution/Originality: This study investigated the connection of language problem as 
one of the major factors contributing towards the poor performance in Mathematics subject of 
orang Asli students in Malaysia. Therefore, this study adds to the understanding and information 
related to the issues in Orang Asli education. 
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1. Introduction   
 

Malaysia is a multi-ethnic nation. The Malays make up around half of the population, with 
the minority coming from the Chinese, Indians, and the Orang Asli communities. The Malay 
language serves as the nation's official language, while English is widely used as a second 
language. However, other ethnic groups have their own unique languages, customs, 
religions, and lifestyles. Due to the country's multiple ethnicities, the Malaysian 
government introduced a national language as a means of cross-cultural communication 
and as a national identity ever since the country gained independence from the British in 
1957.  
 
Orang Asli is one the various communities in Malaysia. Most modern societies view the 
Orang Asli community as separated and isolated from the country’s mainstream 
development. In general, there are three main groups of Orang Asli in Peninsular Malaysia 
namely the Negrito, the Senoi and the Proto Malays who are distinguished through 
language, culture, way of life and physical characteristics. One of the ongoing problems 
among educators is the school dropout among the Orang Asli students. The results from 
the 2009 Primary School Assessment Test (UPSR) showed that more than 60% of the 
Orang Asli students do not reach the minimum level in English, mathematics and science 
(Md Nor et al., 2016). For the Malay subject (comprehension and writing), 42% to 53% of 
Orang Asli students do not reach the minimum level. According to Nordin and Wahab 
(2021), the communication between teachers and students is one of the obstacles in the 
teaching and learning process in the classroom. Some students are unable to understand 
the lessons delivered by non-Orang Asli teachers in the Malay language. Most Malay 
teachers also have difficulties in understanding the native language of the Orang Asli. 
 
The production of meaning in the classroom depends heavily on a language. According to 
Garcia, Bartlett, and Kleifgen (2007), a classroom is a place where students from various 
linguistic origins come together, interact in two or more languages, and attempt to make 
sense of what they comprehend, know, and do. Both teachers and students are continually 
conversing in class (González Garca, 2010). Mathematical learning, in particular, requires 
both formal and casual types of oral communication. Learners negotiate the meaning of 
mathematics by expressing and conversing about the mathematical concepts with others. 
The students’ primary language usually serves as a foundation for interaction between 
students and their teachers. Accordingly, this concept paper discusses the position of the 
indigenous language in Malaysia, the intermediate language in mathematics learning in 
Malaysia, the effectiveness of the use of the indigenous language in mathematics learning, 
the use of code-switching in mathematics learning for the Orang Asli students, and the 
ongoing efforts to help the Orang Asli students in mastering the national language in 
learning mathematics. 

 
2. Position of Indigenous Languages in Malaysia 
 
Language is a medium used by a community to communicate with each other for the 
purpose of conveying and receiving information in daily life. Each language has its own 
advantages and privileges that can provide its own knowledge and benefits to all 
communities. In Malaysia, the Federal Constitution defends the Interests of the Malay 
Rulers, the Malay Nation, Bumiputera, Sabah Natives and Orang Asli as well as other 
matters, as stipulated in Article 153 of the Federal Constitution, the Social Contract 
Principle and the Constitution of the States in Malaysia. Article 152 of the Federal 
Constitution explains that the Malay language, also known as Bahasa Malaysia, is the 
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official language whose function and role as the National Language cannot be disputed. 
The position of Malay as an official language was strengthened by the National Language 
Act 1967. Its importance as a language of knowledge and as a medium of teaching and 
learning has led to the publication of the Education Act 1961 (Amendment 1996). 
However, the multiracial community in Malaysia, including the Orang Asli community, is 
free to use other languages including their own mother tongue.   
 
In addition, Article 160 of the Federal Constitution defines "Orang Asli" as the Orang Asli 
of the Malay Peninsula (an aborigine of the Malay Peninsula). Section 3(1)(a), (b) and (c) 
of the Orang Asli Act 1954 [Act 134] (“Act 134”) provides a more specific definition of the 
"Orang Asli", as follows: 
 

“(a) any person whose father is a member of the Orang Asli ethnic group, 
who speaks the Orang Asli language and habitually follows the Orang Asli 
way of life and the customs and beliefs of the Orang Asli, and includes a 
descendant through the male line of that person; or 
(b) any person of any race adopted as an infant by an Orang Asli who has 
been brought up as an Orang Asli, habitually speaks an Orang Asli 
language, ordinarily follows the Orang Asli way of life and the customs 
and beliefs of the Orang Asli and is members of an Orang Asli community; 
or 
(c) a child from any union between an Orang Asli woman and a man from 
another race, provided that the child habitually speaks the Orang Asli 
language, habitually follows the Orang Asli way of life and the customs 
and beliefs of the Orang Asli and is still a member of an Orang Asli 
community." 

 
Based on the definition above, it clearly shows that even though the Malay language is the 
national language in Malaysia, the language of the Orang Asli community will be 
continuously preserved and practised by the community. As a Member State to the 
Convention on the Rights of the Child (CRC), indigenous children cannot be denied the 
right to enjoy or practise their own culture as well as to profess and practise their religion 
or use their language. In Malaysia, Omar (2014) estimates that there are well over 100 
different languages. Later, Eberhard, Simons, dan Fennig (2019) state that there are 133 
living languages spoken in Malaysia with 112 indigenous languages and 21 non-
indigenous languages. As mentioned in the United Nations Declaration on the Rights of 
Indigenous Peoples (Article 13), the indigenous communities are allowed to protect their 
heritage and tradition, including their languages. The Orang Asli communities in Malaysia 
are divided into three groups, namely the Negrito, the Senoi, and the Proto Malays, with 
each group consisting of six tribes. Each of these tribes has its own language and tradition. 
The spoken language of the Orang Asli can be categorised into two types, which are 
Austroasiatic and Austronesian languages. The Orang Asli communities who speak 
Austroasiatic languages are the Negrito and the Senoi who live from the coast to the 
mountains. The Orang Asli who speak the Austronesian language are the Proto Malays who 
occupy the areas near the coast and the islands. However, Benjamin (2009) concluded that 
there are only three groups of Orang Asli languages, which are Northern Aboriginal, 
Central Aboriginal and Southern Aboriginal languages. The North Native language is 
spoken by the ethnic groups in the category of Negrito tribes, the Central Native language 
is spoken among the Proto Malay tribes. This view is used by the Department of Orang Asli 
Development (JAKOA) to categorize the Orang Asli community as a whole. According to 
Hamzah, Halim, Bakri and Pillai (2022), language documentation on the Orang Asli 
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communities in Peninsular Malaysia is extremely limited and thus warrants further 
investigations.     
 
In addition, the 1989 Convention on the Rights of the Child was ratified by Malaysia in 
February 1995. The rights of children stated in this convention also cover the education 
problems among the Orang Asli children. Article 29 places an emphasis on the Education 
Goal which is "Education shall have the goal of developing the personality, talent and 
mental and physical abilities of children at the highest level of potential. Education should 
prepare the child for an active adult life in a free society and foster respect for the child's 
parents, his own language and values, and for the cultural background and values of other 
people". Article 30 relates to the Rights of Minority Children or Indigenous Peoples which 
is "Children from minority communities and Indigenous people have the right to enjoy 
their own culture and practise their own language and religion" (SUHAKAM, 2010). 
Accordingly, it is clear here that the Orang Asli students have the right to use their 
language without affecting the position of the Malay language as the national language. 

 
3. Language of Instruction in the Mathematics Classroom in Malaysia 
 
Throughout the history of the mathematics curriculum in the Malaysian primary and 
secondary schools, the policy of language use in the teaching and learning of mathematics 
is inconsistent. In Malaysia, the medium of instruction was the Malay language from the 
early development of the mathematics curriculum until the Teaching and Learning of 
Science and Mathematics in English (PPSMI) was introduced in 2003. When PPSMI was 
introduced, the subjects of science and mathematics were taught in English. It was 
implemented in stages, starting in the school session of 2003 with the pioneers being all 
students in Year 1 for the primary school level, and Form 1 and Form 6 for the secondary 
school level. The full implementation of PPSMI began in 2007 for the secondary school 
level, as for the primary school level, it started in 2008. However, it was found that: 

a) PPSMI caused a double loss to the students, especially those students (75%) who 
belong to the medium and weak categories in the achievement of the three subjects 
involving English, science and mathematics. 

b) PPSMI failed to boost the students' interest and enthusiasm in learning science and 
mathematics at the elementary schools. 

 
According to Talib and Muslim (2007), 70% of the students stated that they had difficulties 
understanding their science and mathematics teachers. Furthermore, their performance 
in mathematics tests is also low, especially in the problem-solving items that require them 
to read the instructions in English. For the January 2008 cohort, the mean score was 7.89 
out of a maximum score of 20.0. This weakness was particularly evident among the Malay 
students and the Orang Asli students, compared to Chinese and Indian students. Based on 
The Malaysian Insight Report (2020), when PPSMI was carried out from 2003 to 2010, 
there was an 80% decline in learning in both primary and secondary schools until the 
government had to cancel it in 2011. Rural students, especially the students from the 
Orang Asli communities, faced great difficulties from the implementation of PPSMI due to 
the limited use of English in their daily lives. PPSMI was one of the most important issues 
in teaching mathematics for all teachers in Malaysia. Largely, this was due to the language 
as a communicative medium. This language barrier made the communication between 
teachers and students rather difficult. In addition, one of the reasons why the students' 
interest in STEM is declining is the uncertainty of language-related policies that are 
constantly changing. At the same time, these policies and programmes do not improve the 
quality and mastery of English among students. Therefore, in 2010, the Ministry of 
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Education decided that the Upholding the Malay Language and Strengthening the English 
Language Policy (MBMMBI) should be implemented in stages after PPSMI was abolished. 
In the transition process, the schools could use English and/or other media of instruction 
(Malay, Mandarin or Tamil) in the teaching and learning of science and mathematics. 
Currently, the medium of instruction in the Malaysian public schools, including the Orang 
Asli schools, is Malay. However, in the Chinese and Tamil national-type schools, the 
instruction is delivered in Chinese and Tamil, respectively. Since 2016, some selected 
schools have participated in the Dual Language Programme (DLP) that provides the 
instruction in English for the teaching of science and mathematics. 
 
The same situation occurs in other countries. Figure 1 shows the percentage of the 
indigenous populations compared to the total population of some countries in the world. 
As much as 28% of the entire population in Morocco comes from the indigenous people, 
while as much as 16.5% of the entire population of New Zealand are indigenous people. 
However, Arabic is the primary language of instruction in Morocco. In primary schools, 
children are exposed to French as a second language. Since 2019, mathematics and science 
classes are gradually conducted in French to students in Grades 7-9. For the students in 
New Zealand, there are three language instruction options: English, Mori, or Pacific. Since 
2019, the instruction in a Pacific language is provided to 1.7% of primary school students 
and 2.6% of students across all schools (most often Samoan). A subject-specific language 
instruction is not made available to the general public. 
 

Figure 1: Indigenous populations in selected countries and territories 
 

  
 

(Source: Buchholz & Richter, 2022) 
 

4. The Effectiveness of Using Native Languages in Mathematics Learning 
 
Language plays an important role in building a relationship. The Orang Asli students enrol 
schools using their native language as well as one or more Orang Asli languages or a 
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combination of these. Teachers who want to engage their students at a basic level need to 
have a functional knowledge of the Orang Asli language. Md-Ali et al. (2021) found that 
there are two main themes, i.e., classroom and school challenges, in determining 
mathematical competence among the Orang Asli students. The classroom challenge 
consists of five sub-themes, namely the coverage of the mathematics syllabus, 
mathematics teaching and learning resources, student involvement, language constraints, 
and mathematics learning culture. SUHAKAM (2010) found that (1) the Orang Asli 
students prefer to study with the teachers who can speak their language, (2) the Orang 
Asli students are unable to understand their teachers because of the language problems 
(Malay is the second language for these students), and (3) teachers are unable to speak in 
the Orang Asli language to facilitate a two-way communication and an effective 
communication especially for elementary school students. A large number of the Orang 
Asli students in Grade 1 stated that they are unable to understand their teachers because 
they do not understand Malay. 
 
According to Md-Ali et al. (2021), the Orang Asli students usually find it difficult to deal 
with the linguistic density of long items in word math problems, especially when the items 
are in a language which they are not familiar with. The Orang Asli students also use basic 
arithmetic operations to solve sums in a symbolic form. In addition, they have difficulties 
in solving math problems that consist of many words. Therefore, they view mathematics 
as a difficult subject and they usually obtain unsatisfactory results in this subject (Md-Ali 
et al., 2021). According to Sani and Idris (2017), when mathematics is assessed in an 
academic language in which students have limited proficiency, their classroom 
performance is greatly affected. Accordingly, efforts should be focused on improving 
language skills in mathematics classes. The integration of mathematics and language 
learning simultaneously can create a meaningful learning environment. Norwaliza and 
Ramlee (2015) found that the Orang Asli students face difficulties in understanding their 
teachers because some of them are not proficient in Malay.  
 
Furthermore, the teachers also struggle to explain some terms to the Orang Asli students. 
In this context, Veloo et al. (2021) examine the achievement of the Orang Asli students in 
mathematics in a bilingual version of a mathematics test (Malay and Temiar). Both tests, 
based on mathematical calculations and word math problems, consist of three main topics, 
namely Number, Money, and Time Operations. Their study involves eight Orang Asli 
primary schools in the Sungai Siput district, Perak. The difficulty index was used to 
measure the students’ achievements in mathematical calculations and word problem 
items in both Malay and Temiar languages. The findings show that the Orang Asli students 
face more difficulties in answering the topics of Number, Money, and Time Operations in 
the Malay version compared to the Temiar version. The findings also show that the 
bilingual version can improve the achievement of the Orang Asli students in the topics of 
Money and Time in math calculations and word problem items. Ismail, Ching and Muda 
(2020) discovered that most Orang Asli students face problems in solving word maths 
problems, which require literacy skills such as interpreting situations and using correct 
procedures. The reasons for the weakness could be due to reading and understanding 
problems. 
 
Ruef, Jacob, Walker and Beavert's (2020) study is a preliminary work and the next step for 
the development of a mathematics curriculum in Ichishkíin, the Yakama indigenous 
language. Their study seeks to create new Ichishkíin words to express mathematical 
concepts that are not reflected in the Yakama culture. The study involves the creation of a 
language to reduce the gap of mathematical terms and concepts from English to Ichishkíin 
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and vice versa. The study begins with the main observation about the creation of a 
language to reflect mathematical concepts. The translation of mathematical terms and 
concepts into Ichishkíin from English requires time, patience and perseverance. The 
mathematical concepts are carefully discussed to clarify the meaning of the concepts and 
the culture before the translation is conducted. The concepts that are not clearly identified 
within the Yakama cultural framework are debated in terms of their meaning and how 
best to represent them in Ichishkíin. Before forming words in Ichishkíin, the researchers 
consider the mathematical concepts that involve the life experiences of the Yakama 
people. The results of the study benefit all indigenous students. The study indirectly 
respects the Yakama culture and the Ichischkíin language. All students benefit from the 
student-centered, concept-based content (AMTE, 2017). 
 
Warren and Young, (2008) found that the learning conditions for the Orang Asli students 
in Malaysia are not in line with their needs when they enter the school. The mismatch 
between the Orang Asli language and the language used in the school directly affects the 
achievement of the Orang Asli students in numeracy in the long term (Warren & de Vries, 
2009). Sullivan and van Riel (2013) indicate that the prevalence of direction words in 
some Orang Asli languages may imply that the learning of geometry may be closer to the 
Orang Asli students' experience as compared to the learning of number. Using this aspect 
in the curriculum will potentially build the Orang Asli students' confidence, success, and 
connection to mathematics and schooling. In this regard, Warren and de Vries (2009) put 
an emphasis on the role of an oral language in the teaching of mathematics because it can 
foster an important language acquisition and ultimately assist the Orang Asli students in 
acquiring meta-cognitive abilities. 
 
Matang and Owens (2014) examine the influences of mother tongue (Tok Ples) and the 
traditional counting system on the development of early number knowledge that is 
formally taught in schools. In Malaysia, although the Orang Asli community is a minority 
group in a predominantly Malay-speaking society, they remain strong with their language 
and culture. According to Sa’adiah Ma'alip and Teo Kok Seong (2016), the use of a language 
that resembles the Orang Asli language, such as Che Wong, can empower the Orang Asli 
community in the education system. In the context of mathematics teaching and learning 
in Malaysia, the effectiveness of the use of the Orang Asli language is evident in the 
students’ mathematics achievement, as shown by Veloo et al. (2021a) and Veloo et al. 
(2021b). Accordingly, language is one critical aspect that needs to be emphasised in the 
mathematics learning among the Orang Asli students. 

 
5. Code-Switching in Mathematics Learning for Indigenous Students 
 
Code-switching is a situation that occurs as a result of bilingualism or multilingualism, 
which is the use of two languages in the same conversation (Cook, 2001). Bilingual 
individuals usually switch their language in the middle of the same conversation. There 
are various reasons for code-switching. One of the reasons is the lack of appropriate terms, 
especially when one cannot find the appropriate vocabulary or the correct terms in both 
languages. Facilitating students’ understanding and interest as well as reducing their 
tension in mathematics classes are some of the reasons why code-switching is practised. 
This situation is also sometimes caused by the differences in the exposure to the language 
of instruction between teachers and their students. This concept has been well researched 
because the language of instruction and the language of mathematics coexist. Moreover, 
there are opportunities to switch between languages to improve communication. This 
concept, if explored, will help bilingual students in learning mathematics. 
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Teaching mathematics using the medium of instruction that is unfamilar among students 
still poses challenges to teachers. This has caused teachers to use code-switching in an 
effort to improve conceptual understanding and to access to mathematical terms. As code-
switching is highly relevant in the Orang Asli schools in Malaysia and is recognised as a 
beneficial teaching and learning method, there is a need to identify and document best 
practices in the education context. Although there is a lack of code-switching materials in 
mathematics, existing materials can be used effectively. There is a great need for the 
production of more and better multilingual teaching resources in mathematics. The 
complex nature of teaching mathematics in multilingual classrooms makes the 
identification of code-switching materials for best teaching practices an important 
necessity. 
 
Code-switching is an interactional practice in which proficient speakers switch from one 
language to another without interrupting the flow of ideas. A previous study by Setati and 
Adler (2000) on language practices in multilingual mathematics classrooms in South 
Africa shows that code-switching is a pedagogical practice used by teachers to encourage 
students’ participation. According to Clegg and Afitska (2011), teachers use code-
switching to (1) explain concepts, (2) increase engagement in the classroom, (3) 
communicate affectively and socially with students, (4) maintain class unity that supports 
affective learning, (5) ensure smooth learning, (6) attract interest; and (7) make 
connections between the new conceptual materials and the students’ local cultures. 
 
According to Schafer (2010), South Africa is a multicultural and multilingual country with 
11 official languages. Although the Language-in-Education Policy insists that the language 
of learning and teaching in the first four years of schooling should be the mother tongue, 
the use of code-switching is a common practice in most schools where the primary 
language of teachers and students is not English. In South African classrooms, code-
switching usually involves indigenous languages and English. Although there is a policy 
stating that the medium of instruction should be changed to English after Grade 4, the 
practice of code-switching is often maintained throughout the schooling period. Code-
switching can be an effective pedagogical tool to overcome language barriers for teaching 
and learning. As stated by Setati and Adler (2001), many teachers in South Africa have the 
dual task of teaching both mathematics and English. 

 
7. Continuous Efforts to Enhance the Mastery of the National Language in 
Mathematics Learning among the Orang Asli Students 
 
Communication using the medium of language is indispensible in mathematics classes 
across the world, including Malaysia. In the Primary School Standard Curriculum (KSSR) 
for the subject of mathematics in Malaysia, one of the objectives is to consistently practicse 
mathematical process skills such as problem solving, reasoning, communicating 
mathematically, making connections and representations. Based on the explanation given 
by the Ministry of Education [MOE] (2013), mathematical communication is the process 
of expressing ideas and understanding verbally, visually or in writing using numbers, 
notation, symbols, diagrams, graphs, pictures or words. Communication is an important 
process in learning mathematics because mathematical communication helps students 
explain and strengthen their understanding in mathematics. Through communication, 
mathematical ideas can be expressed and understood in a better way. Mathematical 
communication (verbal, written, using symbols and visual representations) can help 
students understand and apply mathematical concepts more effectively. 
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Teachers should be sensitive to the opportunities available during learning and teaching 
to encourage students to express and present their mathematical ideas through 
appropriate questioning techniques. Communication that involves various perspectives 
and various points of view can help students improve their understanding of mathematics 
while also increasing their self-confidence. An important aspect of mathematical 
communication is the ability to explain effectively, as well as to understand and apply 
mathematical notation correctly. Students need to use language and mathematical 
symbols correctly to ensure that a mathematical idea can be explained accurately. 
Effective communication requires an environment that is always sensitive to students' 
needs to feel comfortable when speaking, asking questions, answering questions, 
explaining statements and justifying views to classmates and teachers. Students need to 
be given the opportunity to communicate actively in various situations, such as 
communicating while doing activities in pairs, groups or giving explanations to the whole 
class. 
 
Cross-Curriculum Elements (EMK) are value-added elements that are applied in the 
learning and teaching process of mathematics other than those specified in the content 
standards. These elements are applied to strengthen the desired human capital skills and 
abilities that enable students to deal with current and future challenges. One of the 
elements in EMK is language skills which include the use of correct basic terms in all 
subjects. During the process of learning and teaching mathematics, aspects of 
pronunciation, sentence structure, and grammar need to be emphasised in order to help 
students organise ideas and communicate effectively. 
 
The Upholding the Malay Language and Strengthening the English Language Policy 
(MBMMBI), implemented in 2011, shows the government's earnest efforts to elevate the 
position of the Malay language, as enshrined in the Malaysian Constitution. This policy was 
introduced to replace the Science and Mathematics Teaching and Learning Policy in 
English (PPSMI), which was discontinued. Through MBMMBI, three benefits can be 
achieved. First, the policy aims to produce Malaysian citizens who are fluent and confident 
to use standard Malay in conversation, official business, knowledge exploration, and in the 
field according to suitability and need. Second, the policy can build human capital that is 
able to access various fields of knowledge through various media such as information 
communication technology (ICT), thus boosting a critical, creative and innovative mind. 
Third, the policy can form Malaysians who have a strong, progressive, dynamic identity, 
thus enabling them to compete at the international level towards achieving a developed 
country. 
 
From the discussion above, it is clear that in Malaysia, the medium of learning in schools, 
including mathematics classes, is the Malay language. However, the Malaysian Education 
Development Plan (PPPM) 2013-2025 under Initiative 57: Transformation of Indigenous 
and Indigenous Education was introduced to ensure equity. That is, equal access to 
education for the Orang Asli students along with mainstream education should be realised 
with the earnestness and commitment of all parties. The Day School Management Division 
also pays attention to the pedagogy of teaching and learning for the Orang Asli students 
that is suitable for the environment of the Orang Asli community by providing this guide 
to teachers in the Orang Asli schools. Accordingly, several initiatives have been 
implemented in order to address the issues raised by local researchers. Among them are 
the formation and development of a contextual curriculum, namely the Indigenous and 
Penan Curriculum (KAP) adapted for the Orang Asli and Penan students, the application 
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of indigenous and minority languages in the curriculum, and the preparation of the Orang 
Asli Penan/Peribumi Adult Class Programme (KEDAP). 
 
The results of a study by Shaari, Yusoff, Ghazali and Dali (2016) on the Orang Asli students 
in Cameron Highlands, Pahang, reveal that the students use the Semai language as the 
language of communication at school. This situation leads to their problems in Malay 
literacy. The socio-cultural factors also play a role in improving the literacy skills of the 
Orang Asli students. Therefore, teachers need to modify their teaching styles to suit the 
needs and cognitive abilities of the Orang Asli students. In addition, according to Nazirah 
Mohd Nordin (2010), there is a gap in the knowledge of the Malay language between the 
Malay and non-Malay students. This is one of the main causes of literacy problems among 
non-Malay students, such as the Orang Asli students, who are only exposed to the Malay 
language when they start formal education in kindergarten or preschool. Non-Malay 
students, especially the Orang Asli students, experience difficulties in mastering the Malay 
language literacy due to geographical factors, among which is less contact and 
communication with outside communities, especially the Malays (Shaari et al., 2016). 
 
Teacher quality is often cited as a significant factor in student learning (Jamaludin & Rosli, 
2021). Many teachers in remote indigenous schools are young and inexperienced 
(Jorgensen (Zevenbergen) et al., 2010). As these teachers lack experience, their potential 
to become skilled teachers has yet to be realised. The low achievement of students in 
indigenous schools is partly due to the lack of mastery among teachers. However, as stated 
by Gutierrez (2013), a highly skilled teacher depends on the students being taught and the 
context in which one is teaching. When teachers and students cannot share a language or 
teachers are not trained in methodologies involving the students' native languages, the 
ability to use effective oral communication strategies cannot be achieved. Accordingly, in 
Malaysia, in order to reduce educational problems among the Orang Asli students, the 
Malaysian Ministry of Education has implemented an initiative through the Teacher 
Education Institute (IPG). The Salinatan Model Pensiangan project was launched in 2004 
with the aim of improving the content knowledge pedagogy (PCK) and the quality native 
pedagogy skills among teachers who teach in the Orang Asli schools. This effort is expected 
to improve the academic performance of the Orang Asli students (Asariah, 2009). 
 
In addition, the Orang Asli Penan/Peribumi Adult Class Programme (KEDAP) was 
introduced in 2008 with the aim of reducing the illiteracy rate among the Orang Asli and 
Penan communities throughout Malaysia. Through the implementation of initiatives 
contained in this programme, the Orang Asli and Penan community can master the literacy 
and numeracy and form a positive attitude towards lifelong education regardless of 
gender or background. The programme aims to improve the Penan communities’ mastery 
of the basic skills of reading, writing and counting, and to help their children in learning. 
The Malaysian Ministry of Education has started KEDAP KPM, which was later renamed as 
the Adult Classes for Parents of Orang Asli and Peribumi Students, aiming to provide 
literacy education to the parents of the Orang Asli students (Kementerian Pelajaran 
Malaysia, 2008). In addition, under the initiative of the Department of Orang Asli 
Development (JAKOA), the Orang Asli adult education has been further expanded with the 
implementation of two adult Orang Asli education programmes, namely the Skill and 
Career Training Programme (PLKK), which started in 2009, and the Indigenous Orang Asli 
Adult Class Programme (KEDAP JAKOA), which started in 2013 (JAKOA, 2013). 
 
In another study, Saleh and Mustapha (2016) evaluate the effectiveness of the KEDAP 
programme by using a programme evaluation method. The data was obtained through 



Malaysian Journal of Social Sciences and Humanities (MJSSH) (e-ISSN : 2504-8562) 

© 2023 by the authors. Published by Secholian Publication. This article is licensed under a Creative 
Commons Attribution 4.0 International License (CC BY). 

11 

questionnaires. For the MOE KEDAP programme, the respondents consisted of 136 
management personnel, while for the JAKOA KEDAP programme, the respondents 
consisted of 36 management personnel. The findings reveal that both programmes were 
implemented effectively. The study also found that the input aspects of the programme 
(planning, curriculum, teacher training, facilities, dissemination of information and 
financial resources) and the output aspects of the programme (teaching process, teaching 
methods and learning methods) have a significant relationship with the outcome aspects 
of the programme. In addition, the study also found that the teaching process, student-
centred teaching methods, planning and implementation, teacher training and financial 
resources are the determining factors for improving the outcome aspects of the MOE 
KEDAP programme. Besides, the curriculum aspect and student-centred learning methods 
are the determining factors for improving the outcome aspects of the JAKOA KEDAP 
programme. Overall, based on the findings of the study conducted, both of these KEDAP 
programmes should continue to be implemented as they have been run effectively and the 
adult Orang Asli students have successfully acquired the knowledge and skills to read, 
write and count. 
 
The MOE revised the Orang Asli and Penan Curriculum (KAP) starting in late 2017 to 2018. 
The newly revised module was renamed PIKAP (Ministry of Education Malaysia, 2018). 
Similar to KAP, PIKAP aims to improve the basic literacy and numeracy skills of the Orang 
Asli and Peribumi students with the inclusion of three additional subjects (Malay, English, 
and mathematics). PIKAP involves three main subjects at Level 1, namely Malay, English 
and mathematics which contain learning modules adapted to the context of the 
environment. It is hoped that these efforts can increase the interest of the Orang Asli and 
Peribumi students in learning and attending the school. 
 
It may not be realistic for every teacher to meet the needs of the Orang Asli students 
related to language, culture and identity. However, much can be done to help teachers feel 
more confident and competent in creating positive relationships with the Orang Asli 
students. Teachers are sometimes unaware of the assumptions they make about their 
students, especially if there is a cultural or language difference between them and their 
students. However, such assumptions can change when teachers become aware of their 
biases, including their impact on their students. Teaching can also be improved through 
the selection of learning activities, curriculum content and assessment mechanisms. A 
very simple step for schools to take is to provide and use books and other resources 
developed by the Orang Asli communities themselves. For example, some contemporary 
texts developed by indigenous authors can be integrated as curriculum resources. This can 
be used in a variety of ways to make learning more relevant and engaging for the Orang 
Asli students and to build their confidence and competence. 
 
Many initiatives taken by the government, especially the Ministry of Education, show the 
government's determination to help and improve the standard of living of the Orang Asli 
communities through quality education, in line with the progress experienced by all 
communities in Malaysia. However, this pure initiative can only be materialised if there is 
support and cooperation from all parties who implement the initiative. If there is no 
support and integrity among the executives, the programmes may not have any impact on 
the target group. Therefore, it is crucial that all parties are willing to implement the desired 
programmes for the sake of the Orang Asli communities’ wellbeings. 
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8. Conclusion 
 
The early years lay the groundwork for children's mathematical development, based on 
the Principles and Standards for School Mathematics (Seefeldt & Wasik, 2006). However, 
according to Fischetti (2013), many students go through difficult experiences in learning 
mathematics due to unclear teaching methods at school. The importance of mathematical 
concepts, particularly in the early school years, has been highlighted by researchers, 
professional organisations, and mathematics education standards (Blum & Borromeo 
Ferri, 2009; The National Council of Teachers of Mathematics (NCTM), 2000). Language 
has also been identified as one of the factors in the failure among the Orang Asli students 
in Malaysia in mathematics at the primary school level. 
 
The number of Orang Asli primary schools in Malaysia is depicted in Figure 2, along with 
the number of Orang Asli primary school students by gender and state in Figure 3. Figure 
2 shows that there are 762 Orang Asli students in the elementary schools in Malaysia, 
whereas Figure 3 shows that there are 27,224 Orang Asli students in the primary schools 
in Malaysia in 2018, with 13,600 female students and 13,624 male students. Accordingly, 
efforts need to be made, especially with regard to the language used in mathematics 
classes, to ensure that the Orang Asli students do not fall behind in the academic field. 
Although Malay is the official language in Malaysia, the Orang Asli communities have the 
freedom to speak and practise their own languages. In fact, the Orang Asli children can 
exercise their language, declare their faith, or enjoy their own culture.  
 

Figure 2: Number of Orang Asli Elementary Schools by State in Malaysia in 2018 
 

 
 

Source: Department of Orang Asli Development (JAKOA) (2022) 
 

According to SUHAKAM (2010), the Ministry of Education should consider the use of the 
Orang Asli languages if the situation permits, especially in the early stages of schooling. 
This is highly recommended to ensure that the Orang Asli students do not face 
communication problems, particularly in mathematics classes. As mentioned earlier, the 
effectiveness of using the Orang Asli language is evident in the students’ mathematical 
achievements. However, when the students are able to understand the Malay language, 
teaching and learning should be carried out entirely in Malay. As stated in Article 152 of 
the Federal Constitution, the Malay language, also known as Bahasa Malaysia, is the official 
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language in Malaysia and, therefore, all Malaysians need to respect it. In this context, 
teachers need to be more creative in ensuring effective strategies in mathematics teaching 
and learning for the Orang Asli students. 

 
Figure 3: Number of Orang Asli Primary School Students in Malaysia by Gender and State 

in 2018 
 

 
Source: Department of Orang Asli Development (JAKOA) (2022) 

 
One of the effective approaches in mathematics teaching and learning is code-switching. 
This approach has been widely practiced in many countries in the African continent. 
Teachers usually use code-switching as a way to incorporate the students' first language 
in the teaching and learning process. It is impractical to exclude the students' first 
language as it may hinder their understanding in important mathematical concepts. Most 
studies on code-switching in mathematics classes show that the use of students' primary 
language is a necessary support to develop students’ competence. Nevertheless, clear 
teacher code-switching guidelines should be developed and implemented in the 
classroom. In addition, continuous efforts from various parties should also be encouraged 
to improve the quality of education among the Orang Asli students in Malaysia, especially 
in increasing the use of the national language. 
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